Some ethical aspects of medical education research
Most likely, until midway through the 20 th century, "asking for permission" to conduct biomedical research was, at least, a very limited practice. One of the greatest acts of human madness was necessary so that, after World War II, the foundations of an ethical course of action were laid down in this field.
1 A long time had to go by anyway and only in its 2000 version, the Declaration of Helsinki specifically recognized the special caution required for the participation of certain groups considered vulnerable in research. Their vulnerability refers to their limited autonomy to decide whether or not to take part in a research study.
Many advances have been made in research ethics with the strong advocacy of subjects participating in research and, at the same time, the recognition that research activities are indispensable to find evidence-based responses to the population's health problems. These basic principles, at first limited to drug research, have been slowly and progressively applied to other fields of research. 2 However, there are still discussions about the ethical management in medical education, 3 understood as any research involving mostly students.
We should not overlook the fact that the basic research ethical principles (beneficence, autonomy, and justice) 4 may be easily applied to education research. Of course, also, like in any other type of research, we must start from the premise that it is fully justified due to its contribution to the advancement of knowledge.
In spite of what some authors have suggested, 5 we cannot ignore that students, as subjects of research, should be considered a vulnerable population. There is no denying that the hierarchy usually established in the education field between those who conduct assessments and those who are assessed may affect the autonomy of the latter. Finally, although according to clinical research standards, medical education research may be considered of very low risk, 5 very often it involves data management, many of which may be regarded as sensitive. We cannot ignore the fact that, at present, it involves personal data exposure. 6 This is particularly relevant when using an increasingly common tool: Web-based surveys. Giving way to the temptation of quickly accessing a wide population and obtaining responses in a remote, coded manner many times makes medical education researchers resort to online surveys, overestimating theirs advantages and often ignoring their limitations 7 and risks. 8 What is even worse, such temptation usually makes them overlook all ethical considerations, including those inherent to the use of this particular tool. 9 Taking into account the premises mentioned above and in an attempt to outline a framework of reference for the ethical review of medical education research, 5 we may establish some points: 1. Research should be fully and scientifically justified. 2. Projects should be assessed by a research ethics committee. 3. If it involves students, medical education research should be regarded as carried out in a vulnerable population. 4. If it involves prospective data collection, subjects should give their duly informed consent to participate, considering and respecting their decision. 5. The consent procedure should include the provision of all the information about the research so that the subject may make a decision. 6. If the research involves the management of information available as a result of a current education activity where subjects participate, and the adequate dissociation of any personally identifiable information is granted, no informed consent is required.
However an ethics research committee should verify the adequacy of the dissociation method used in the project and grant a consent waiver. 7. If research is based on publicly available data, there is no need for a research ethics committee assessment, although its opinion is always desirable. Based on these premises, scientific publications should deal with manuscripts on medical education using the same standards applied to the rest of the material they receive, 10 therefore, they should demand the intervention of research ethics committees and probably the registration of the project in advance.
For any type of research to be valid, it should follow the highest scientific and ethical standards. Medical education research is not an exception to this general rule. n
